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The Necessities 
 
Danish summary 
Dette projekt handler om hvordan opfattelsen af selvmord gradvist har ændret 
sig gennem tiden, med specifik fokus på skiftet fra religiøse til medicinske 
overbevisninger angående selvmord, som fandt sted mellem 1650-1800. Ud fra 
historisk analyse af vores kildemateriale har vi opstillet adskillige mulige 
grunde til hvilke omstændigheder, der havde indflydelse på denne proces. 
Konklusivt argumenteres der for, at på trods af den store nutidige fokus på 
selvmord lider vi stadig kollektivt under den samme fordømmende opfattelse af 
selvmord som gjorde det tabu i den mørke middelalder. 
 
Motivation for this project 
Suicide is an enigmatic and taboo-ridden subject, as are all issues dealing with 
mortality and the uncertainties that follow. Willingly choosing to die is 
without a doubt the most important decision a person can make; it can be the 
ultimate expression of free will, or it can be the most reprehensible, egotistical 
act imaginable, depending on the observer. 
Suicide is a topic filled with important questions, debates and facets of 
discussion. It can touch everyone’s lives without a moments warning and 
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everyone is more or less forced to have an opinion on it. It is excusable? 
Condemnable? Selfish or admirable? 
In our group, however, we were not interested in the ethical considerations 
of whether it is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ to take ones own life, for in the end that is an 
open-ended question that would inevitably derail into bias – both religious and 
personal – which we feel has no place and can never be explored and discussed 
adequately in a scientific paper. 
What we are interested in is the history of suicide; how it was viewed by 
the general public and the authorities in charge throughout the course of 
history. We want to find out when the concept of suicide as a sin was first 
contrasted by a more clinical or even supportive opposition and how the view of 
suicide as not necessarily a religious travesty slowly evolved through the ages. 
This change-over, so to speak, from a religious view of suicide to a clinical 
view seems to have occurred in the period between 1650 and 1850. The debate of 
the pros and cons of suicide has most likely been going on since before recorded 
history began, but from the Middle Ages and until the 1700s in Europe it was 
dominated primarily by an unwavering Christian religious view of the act as a 
sinful, hellworthy trespass (although we can trace the first full, unwavering 
defense of suicide back to the early 1600s – but we will get to that). Defendants 
of the act of self-murder in the Middle Ages were instantly branded as heretics 
and subjected to torture, confiscation of estate and execution. 
So how and why did the church’s stranglehold on opinions on suicide start 
to waver? Who or what event is responsible for introducing us to alternate 
ways of thinking about suicide, and when did it occur? Why are peoples corpses 
no longer dragged through the streets and then post-humously hung while their 
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4 
widows and orphans watch their every earthly possession be confiscated by the 
state? 
 
Primary question 
Which events and people contributed to the shift of perception of suicide from 
a religious matter to a scientific matter in the period 1600-1850? 
 
Delimitations 
We are not here to debate whether suicide is right or wrong; sinful or 
forgivable; egotistical or heroic. There are plenty of these sort of discussions – 
many of whom are, of course, cited in this paper – but, as earlier stated, such an 
invariably personal and biased discussion has no place in a scientific paper. 
To avoid a much too expansive project, the time frame for our analysis lies 
between 1600 and 1850, although we will of course briefly expound upon societal 
views on suicide throughout the course of history. Our reasoning for limiting 
our analytical scrutiny to the time frame above is because the sources we 
consulted early in the project indicated that the ‘change-over’ occurred during 
this time frame. 
We have also narrowed our geographical focus to Europe. The earliest 
records are primarily French or English, so these are the countries we primarily 
focus on, although sources from other European countries may come into 
consideration as counter-examples or corroborating examples. 
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Dimensions 
Our project is primarily an analytical examination of historical sources; 
therefore, this project intends to cover the History & Culture dimension. 
Although we cite sources of a philosophical nature, we do not intend to cover 
the Philosophy dimension, as we have clearly stated that we do not intend to 
delve into the ethical and moral quarrels of suicide as this would detract from 
our main focus. 
 
Methodology 
Using a variety of historical sources we will attempt to examine and identify 
the events that shed suicide of its religiously sinful connotations in favor of a 
clinical, medical view. To accomplish this, we will compare and analyze a 
variety of historical sources and works on the subject of suicide. In other words, 
this project will focus primarily on textual analysis, source criticism and 
comparative discourse. We do this as we feel that we can easily glean the 
knowledge we need for this project from pre-existing material. 
 
On quotations 
To avoid misunderstandings, we would like to briefly expound on our use of 
typography concerning quotations. We employ two typographical styles when 
quoting source material. 
If a quotation appears within or as an extention of a sentence, it will be 
surrounded by double quotes (“ ”) and in italics. Example: This radical 
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rethinking of cardinal law is “in all likelihood, the first comprehensive modern 
defense of suicide”. 
If a quotation appears without being interwoven with project sentences, it 
will be indented with a black line and written in a different font. It will not be 
surrounded by double quotes (since the indentation is only used for quotations) 
unless the quotation itself contains additional quotes. Example: 
 
Medical apologists presumed that suicide was the action of a 
demented person: anyone who committed it was therefore innocent 
of their own murder because they were insane. 
 
All quotations are of course followed by relevant footnotes. If no footnote 
is available, please check previous footnotes for notes such as, “All quotations in 
this paragraph are derived from [source]”. 
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A brief history of suicide 
Defining suicide 
Suicide is surprisingly difficult to accurately define. Although most will agree, 
on a very basic level, that suicide is merely the taking of one’s own life, the 
definition muddles when placed under closer scrutiny. 
Since suicide still carries an overridingly negative connotation, “views 
about the nature of suicide often incorporate, sometimes unkowingly, views 
about the prudential or moral justifiability of suicide and are therefore not 
value-neutral descriptions of suicide”1. In other words, we have a habit of 
applying a subconscious moral weight to cases of self-murder to determine 
whether or not they actually constituted suicide. 
The general rule of thumb seems to be that if the person involved was ‘bad’ 
– i.e. had committed a terrible crime or led a wasted life – then his self-inflicted 
death would be a suicide. Contrarily, a noble person taking his/her own life in 
an honorable way – a firefighter rushing into a burning building trying to save 
the people trapped but ends up burning with them, or a Secret Service agent 
taking a fatal bullet for the president – would not be instantly characterized as 
‘suicidal’. This, it seems, is not because their motives for ending their lives were 
different: it is because we, in our societal construct, still see ‘suicide’ as 
                                           
 
 
1 All quotations in this section derived from: Cholby, Michael, “Suicide” (2004), chapter 1, Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/suicide 
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8 
something inherently negative; something not to be attributed to people who 
have died valiantly. 
So, essentially, “Hitler, most people contend, was clearly a suicide, but 
Socrates and Jesus were not” – despite the fact that both Socrates and Jesus, as 
we will delve deeper into later in this project, willingly ended their own lives. 
The motivation behind the death seems to be the root of determining 
whether a death was caused by suicide or not. Even people not directly 
responsible for their own deaths could be held as having committed second-
degree suicide; euthenasia, therefore, being a type of suicide. Whether or not 
the person is instrumental in ending their own lives, i.e. administering a fatal 
dose or inflicting fatal wounds on themselves or having someone else do it, it is 
still a suicide since the premeditated intention of the ‘victim’ was to end his/her 
life. Even criminals, faced with insurmountable odds at the hands of law 
enforcement, may engage in “ ‘suicide by cop’ ” where the criminals 
intentionally provoke the police into shooting them. 
However, people who unknowingly do something fatal, like accidentally 
step into a deep elevator shaft or “[take] a swig of hydrochloric acid, believing 
it to be lemonade” have not c0mmitted suicide, even though they were 
instrumental in their own death, since their intention was not to end their lives. 
Similarly, a person who “knows the health risks of smoking or of skydiving, 
but willfully engages in these behaviors and dies as a result, could be said to be 
causally responsible for their own death but not to have committed suicide.” 
Problems arise, however, if we use ‘intention’ as the defining wedge 
between suicide and other deaths. A person may appear intent on ending 
History and the Perception of Suicide 
Andreas Lykke Jensen, David Lund Warmind, Troels Pleimert 
House 3.1.1 – Supervised by Michael Harbsmeier 
 
 
 
 
9
his/her own life, but with the actual intent of merely drawing attention to 
themselves. 
 
Current psychiatric theory holds that many examples of suicidal 
behavior do not aim at death but are “cries for help.” In such cases, 
the person does not wish to die, but intends to gain others’ attention 
in such a fashion that holdss out the possibility of death. However, it 
seems correct to say that when a person who issues a cry for help 
does die, despite not intending to die, their death is neither foreseen, 
since the person actually intends not to die, nor wholly accidental, 
since the person knowingly engaged in behavior that she believed 
will make her death significantly more likely, making her death in an 
obvious sense self-inflicted. […] Such a case might indicate the need 
for a third category besides intentional suicide and accidental 
death, call it unintentional death or unintentional suicide. 
 
Therefore, although it may seem simple at first glance, to accurately define 
a death as a ‘suicide’ can only be assuredly correct through intricate knowledge 
of the deceased’s thought processes, or the deliberate assurance from the 
deceased regarding his/her intentions, such as a suicide note. 
Was there an intent to die? Could it have been accidental? Was it the 
result of a cry for help gone wrong? Cries for help are usually characterized as 
having sloppy precautions (unlocked doors, phone calls to friends or relatives 
about the suicidal intentions, etc.), whereas bona-fide suicides usually take 
every precaution to ensure that the results of their suicide will not be uncovered 
until they are absolutely certainly beyond hope of rescuscitation. 
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Death is always a hard fact of life to accept, given the inherent 
uncertainties surrounding this the most mysterious aspect of human existence, 
and the decision to actively seek out this uncertainty is a hard prospect for a 
relative or a friend to swallow. 
All these disparate thoughts on suicide become increasingly difficult to 
entwine in one definiton. We have, however, been able to formulate one which 
we feel is up to snuff and able to cope with the concept of suicide as we use it in 
this project: The act of deliberately engaging in fatal activity with the intent of 
killing oneself. 
 
Suicide before the Middle Ages 
The act of suicide has been a staple of human life since ancient history, 
presumably since the dawn of man and certainly since the advent of recorded 
history, and will in all likelihood continue to be an unavoidable facet of human 
existence regardless of creed, race, social status, religion, age or any other 
demographic categories. 
The common perception of suicide today as cowardly, weak or foolish is 
actually the product of a long history. Although the practice of suicide today 
estimately has as many defenders as detractors, the earliest known depictions of 
suicide needed no defense: they were considered honorable, even laudable. 
 
Attitudes towards suicide before 1600 
Greek mythology presents us with the first ancient tale of suicide, that of the 
warrior Ajax who famously impaled himself after a dispute with fellow hero 
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Odysseus. The precise circumstances regarding his incentive to commit suicide 
vary2, but artistic depictions of his self-impalement are uniformly heroic. 
 
“This, the earliest image of suicide uncovered, appears to designate 
suicide as gladiatorial, and thus the history of the depiction of suicide 
begins with a death which is both male and ‘heroic’.” 3 
 
The Bible’s Old Testament has many of its characters commit suicides that 
are commended along the way with no indication of any divine condemnation: 
Saul impales himself on his sword (1. Sam 31.4)4; Zimri “set fire to the royal 
palace and died in the flames (1. Kings 16.18)”5, and Razis “found a spectacular 
way to kill himself” by stabbing himself and rushing into the oncoming troops 
of Nicanor, flinging his entrails at them6. 
In the New Testament we find what is probably Christianity’s most easily 
recognizable suicide, that of Judas Iscariot, the betrayer of Christ. Judas, 
disparaged by his actions following the crucifixion of Jesus, hung himself, and 
Christian communities today often point to this event as an example of the sort 
of people who commit suicide, with the intent of equating suicide with shame 
and weakness and the suicidal as fundamentally rotten individuals. Indeed, 
                                           
 
 
2 One version has Ajax killing himself immediately after being denied the armor of Patroclus (the crux of his 
dispute with Odysseus); another has him slaughtering a group of sheep first in a fit of insane rage. Brown, 
Ron, “The Art of Suicide” (2001), Regan Books, page 26. 
3 Brown, Ron, “The Art of Suicide” (2001), Regan Books, page 25. 
4 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 19. 
5 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 20. 
6 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 19-20. 
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suicide by hanging was considered a somewhat shameful death even in ancient 
times (“[…] it appears that even before the emblematic suicide of Judas, 
hanging was regarded as a bad, faint-hearted, or ‘feminine’ death”7), but this can 
hardly be construed as a historical basis for the unequivocal condemnation of 
suicide. 
Indeed, Christian groups focusing on anti-suicidal efforts would probably 
not be pleased with the assertion by Georges Minois, the author of The History 
of Suicide, that, “Christianity’s founding event [the death of Jesus Christ] was 
a suicide, and the writings of Jesus’ disciples glorified voluntary self-sacrifice.”8 
His basis of this is the assertion that Christ willingly let himself be crucified, 
without attempting to flee, retaliate or resist in any way, and refers to ancient 
writers Origen and Dionysius of Alexandria who “both assert that Jesus killed 
himself [...]”9. 
In fact, nowhere in the Bible is suicide explicitly forbidden or equated with 
sinful behavior, and the Christian view of suicide as such seems to be derived 
exclusively through interpretation of the Mosaic commandment, “Thou shalt 
not kill.” 
It wasn’t until scholars and clerical writers in the 4th century after Christ’s 
crucifixion began contemplating the moral values of suicide, specifically in the 
context of whether it had any sinful connotations and could therefore be 
construed as a hellworthy trespass, that the view of suicide as a wholly negative 
                                           
 
 
7 Brown, Ron, “The Art of Suicide” (2001), Regan Books, page 25. 
8 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 26. 
9 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 26. 
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endeavor were thoroughly cemented. The incentive to do so, according to 
Minois, was primarily because even though suicide was considered heretical 
and sinful by the Church at this time, no sanctions existed against those that 
took their own life (in fact, the Donatist faction “praised the practice”10). In an 
effort to contain this heretical behavior, the Council of Carthage “condemned 
voluntary death” in 34811 and subjected self-murders to the same harsh 
disciplines as other acts of heresies. 
St. Augustine (354-430) was the first to very clearly condemn all types of 
self-murder in his City of God text, reviling them as acts of offense against 
God and a violation of the Mosaic Law, “Thou shalt not kill”. (He excuses the 
suicides of the Old Testament and of Jesus as having been on special missions 
direct from God and therefore extraordinarily above any previous 
commandments.12) Regarding suicide, Augustine clearly states, “[...] Certainly 
he who kills himself is a homicide, and so much the guiltier of his own death, as 
he was more innocent of that offence for which he doomed himself to die.”13 
City of God was written between 413 and 41814, although the precise date 
cannot be concretely ascertained. 
While Augustine’s reasoning is primarily rooted in religious arguments, 
the condemnation and criminalization of suicide may also have demographical 
                                           
 
 
10 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 27. 
11 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 27. 
12 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 27-
28. 
13 Augustine (edited and translated by R.W. Dyson), “The City of God Against the Pagans” (1998), Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, page 27. 
14 http://www.timelineindex.com/content/view/1450 
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reasons. Around the same time, the Roman Empire, under the reigns of 
Dicletian and Constantine, underwent “a serious economic and demographic 
crisis and was being transformed into a totalitarian system in which individuals 
lost all right to dispose of their own persons.”15 A harsh system of mastery and 
slavery was instigated, where the dominus (master) ruled over his colonus 
(subject), who “was free but attached to the land” and “could not marry, 
become a priest or join the army without his master’s permission.” Because of 
an apparent shortage of manpower, Roman leader Constantine began issuing 
harsh directives to prevent people from dying untimely deaths (the 
aforementioned insistence that coloni could not join the army), and this also led 
to a “harsher civil legislation, which replaced the Roman world’s traditional 
indulgence towards suicide.” Thus, along with active promotions of family 
procreation and abolishment of infanticide, it was decided that a colonus who 
committed suicide was, in fact, robbing his owner (the dominus) of valuable 
property; an act to be vehemently condemned. 
Punishment for suicide involved the confiscation of the self-murderers 
possessions, dragging his corpse through the streets, torturing the dead body, 
hanging it, and, perhaps most significantly, denying his/her battered corpse a 
Christian burial. Although written proof of these measures are unfortunately 
dated as late as 128416, we cannot be certain that this was always the de facto 
procedure – however, given the extreme measures in dealing with other acts of 
                                           
 
 
15 All quotations in this paragraph from Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, page 29. 
16 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 35. 
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heresy, it is safe to assume that the punishment for suicide following its 
prohibition in the fourth century was decidedly unpleasant. 
Regardless of the reasoning, suicide went from being permissable, even 
admirable in certain circumstances, to being a heinous crime against God and a 
sin for which not only would the self-murderer be forever condemned to Hell 
but his earthly remains would be scorned. 
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Modern views on suicide 
  
Manifestations of views on suicide 
Previously we have looked at how suicide was viewed in the past. Before we 
can begin any form of discussion as to how, or even why, the views on suicide 
changed we must begin by examining briefly how suicide is viewed today, both 
‘spiritually’ as well as ‘socially’.  
While suicide is still a subject that is host to a substantial degree of taboo 
its criminal connotations have all but disappeared in contemporary society. In 
fact suicide has essentially moved from being a felony to being a symptom. No 
longer an event disjointed or removed from the suicidal individual and no 
longer the effect of demonic voices. 
Now, while we in this project will attempt to deal with the reasons for the 
‘change-over’ from the previously described early views on suicide – be they 
classical or medieval – we must also, for the sake of continuity, briefly regard 
how the ‘modern’ view on suicide came to be and how it manifests itself in our 
everyday lives. 
 
Suicide hot-lines 
One clear manifestation of how our view on suicide has changed 
while remaining the same is the presence of so-called ‘suicide hot-lines’.  These 
hot-lines are 24-hour call centers to which one may phone free of charge. They 
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employ a number of phone-sitters that answer the incoming calls. The callers 
are people who are contemplating taking their own lives but who in some way 
realize that this is not perhaps the most prudent course of action. It is the 
phone-sitters job to ‘talk down’ the caller as it were. There are several 
psychological approaches to accomplishing this, but basically it is the phone-
sitters intent to make the caller realize that life is worth living through as little 
goading as possible. 
In fact the suicide hot-line Livslinien17 (“the life-line”) employs only 
volunteers; preferably people who have some kind of experience with aiding 
their fellow human beings, but not necessarily professionals. Thus the goal is to 
create a forum of peers promoting understanding and equality rather than one 
of a doctor lecturing to a patient. 
Ultimately the suicide hot-line is both a child of the present and of the 
past. On the one hand there is the clear underlying theme that the suicidal caller 
is an individual in need of help and who is regarded as an equal with the phone-
sitter. Yet on the other hand the suicide hot-lines primary function is clearly 
to prevent suicide. Thus the suicide hot-line operates under the primary belief 
that suicide is inherently ‘wrong’. 
 
                                           
 
 
17 http://www.selvmord.dk 
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Euthanasia 
Euthanasia, while not strictly suicide, is another point of interest when we look 
at how voluntary death is seen and dealt with today. 
The practice of effectively killing someone who does not have the strength 
or opportunity to commit suicide due to whatever illness may be at the root of 
the death wish, is at its core every bit as dual-natured as the suicide hot-lines. 
On the one hand there is the wish to end another persons life so as to avoid 
any unnecessary pain and/or suffering. On the other hand there is the wish to 
end another persons life, period. 
There are, however, some Christians that choose to end their own lives 
rather than live on in one form of agony or another, despite the church’s 
negative position on euthanasia. In his article Christian Perspectives on 
Suicide, William E. Phipps writes of several people who chose death over 
suffering. The story most comparable with euthanasia is that of Elizabeth and 
Henry Pitney Van Dusen who killed themselves by overdosing on sleeping 
pills. 
Elizabeth Van Dusen wrote a note in which she told of their weakened 
state and how they did not wish to die in a nursing home. Phipps goes on to 
state that:  
  
The Van Dusens realized that […] nursing homes are virtual tombs 
where the elderly are buried alive. They asked for God’s forgiveness 
History and the Perception of Suicide 
Andreas Lykke Jensen, David Lund Warmind, Troels Pleimert 
House 3.1.1 – Supervised by Michael Harbsmeier 
 
 
 
 
19
in advance for any wrong they might be committing by their 
decision to leave this life before they needlessly suffered even 
more.18 
  
The fact that euthanasia remains largely outlawed could be seen as a 
measure of a continuing belief in the sanctity of life. It could be seen as telling 
that euthanasia is oft debated whereas suicide is generally, as will be mentioned 
in a few paragraphs, kept to one side and not discussed. 
However, one could argue that there is nothing to truly discuss when it 
comes to self-murder: throughout the ages people have killed themselves no 
matter what the official stances on it were, whereas euthanasia can be prevented 
by deterring euthanizers with the promise of lengthy jail-times. 
In the end it would appear that murder is more daunting than human life is 
sacred. 
 
The stifling of the debate? 
As we will see in the following chapter, the change in the views on suicide was 
followed by considerable debate, although this debate has become somewhat 
quiet of late. 
                                           
 
 
18 Phipps, William E., “Christian Perspectives on Suicide” (1985), The Christian Century, October 30th issue, 
page 970-972. Retrieved from www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=1924. 
History and the Perception of Suicide 
Andreas Lykke Jensen, David Lund Warmind, Troels Pleimert 
House 3.1.1 – Supervised by Michael Harbsmeier 
 
 
 
 
20
According to Minois, the debate is now almost back where it began – back 
to before philosophers began to discuss suicide, to before suicide could be 
viewed as anything but a sin. 
The subject of suicide has returned to the realm of the taboo after having 
enjoyed frequent exposure from the end of the Renaissance up to around 1800. 
The debate in this period regarding reforming forces and movements is the 
subject of this project’s discussion chapter, but we can safely state in this 
chapter that the main focus of debate then regarded the removal of suicide from 
the world of superstition and religion to a more psychological realm; of suicide 
viewed as a symptom or even as a social or political thing. Even the praise of 
some suicides was possible. 
Minois describes the progress of the debate thusly: 
  
The Renaissance had posed the question, “To be or not to be?” The 
seventeenth century had attempted to stifle that question and 
replace it with others. The eighteenth century had opened the 
debate on the topic to show that motivations for suicide differed. The 
nineteenth century closed the debate. 19  
  
Minois further states that suicide, which at one point had been regarded as 
something that had the potential to be the most honorable or rebellious course 
                                           
 
 
19 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 321. 
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of action for the human being, became in the nineteenth century “Weakness, 
cowardice, madness, perversion […]”20. 
Suicide was, of course, still studied by, amongst others, sociologists and 
doctors. But no longer was it a case of ‘why’ or ‘for what cause’; instead, it 
became more a question of ‘whom’, ‘where’ and ‘when’. Suicide had lost its 
status as a topic of philosophical discourse and had been moved to being a 
medical thing, not to be understood but to be measured, weighed, poked and 
prodded. 
 
The removal of monopolized morality 
When all is said and done it appears that the general view on suicide has 
changed only cosmetically from ‘then’ ‘till ‘now’, but it is important to note that 
one point that has arguably changed is the amount of weight the clerical 
influence has. 
This can be seen in those works concerning suicide that have been 
published in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. A very forthcoming 
example is David Émile Durkheims’21 Le Suicide from 1897, a statistical study 
which attempted to find sociological statistics as to who committed suicide and 
when and so on. He put forward the theory that there were three types of 
suicide: Egotistic, altruistic and anomic. 
                                           
 
 
20 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 321. 
21 French sociologist, 1858-1917. 
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The three types basically stem from the idea that man is always at the 
ready to commit suicide, waiting only for a world-shattering event to plunge 
him into sadness.  
In the case of the Egotistical suicide it is the subjects feeling of having 
become too removed from society by having been fully realized as an 
individual. This leaves the subject without guidelines and a true purpose of 
being. 
Altruistic suicide is basically the opposite, in that it deals with the self not 
having been fully developed enough to survive any damage to the subjects 
‘society’, however small this society may be. For example a clear-cut case of an 
altruistic suicide would be the self slaughter of a woman recently widowed or a 
servant whose master has died. These two would be saddened by the blow the 
events would have to their ‘selves’, defined through their station and/or status 
in their ‘society’. 
Anomic suicides are suicides that occur outside the aforementioned, in fact 
the term ‘anomic’ deals more with a period than with a single suicide. An 
anomic period could be a stock-market crash, where suicide rates would rise 
dramatically whether or not ‘society’ changed. Or it could be a war where 
suicide rates drop sharply clearly mirroring a will to live brought on by 
uncertain times and by galvanizing efforts from the side of the society. 
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The work was followed up in 1930 by Maurice Halbwachs22 who wrote 
Causes du Suicide which added solitude to Durkheims equation: 
  
Durkheim’s sociological theory of suicide was completed in 1930 by 
Maurice Halbwachs, whose Causes du suicide established solitude as 
something common to all types of suicide.23 
  
The psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud24 also commented on suicide calling it 
aggression turned on oneself, which is to say: 
  
When social pressures prevent aiming the expression of human 
aggressive tendencies at the detested person, who is their true 
object, those tendencies turn inward against the subject. 25 
  
Freud also forwarded a theory concerning an opposite to the ‘libido’, the 
part of the mind in charge of life and reproduction: the ‘destrudo’, in charge of 
self-destructive impulses. 
These studies all presented suicide as more of a symptom and less of an 
illness; yet, according to Minois, they also helped make suicide a more taboo 
and guilt-inducing subject. 
  
                                           
 
 
22 French philosopher and sociologist, 1877-1945. 
23 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 322. 
24 Austrian neurologist and psychoanalyst, 1856-1939. 
25 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 322. 
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[…] Authorities were no longer able to coerce people into moral 
conformity, they moved the repression of suicide inwards, shifting it to 
the individual conscience. Their efforts were all the more effective 
when – surprisingly enough – the development of the humane 
sciences helped […] to strengthen the individual and collective guilt 
complex regarding suicide. 26 
  
Thus it was no longer a monopolized morality in the shape of organized 
religion that kept suicide an abhorrent topic in the minds of the public, but 
rather the personal morality of the individual still coming to grips with the 
separation from a firm source of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. The new morality then was 
helped into shape by the research done on suicide. 
  
Present day view of suicide 
When all is said and done we still live in a world where life is, if not sacred, 
then at the very least precious, where our respective societies have more to gain 
from us alive than dead and where we still do not and cannot know what 
happens after death, voluntary or not. 
However, no longer do we torture the corpses of those who have 
committed suicide; no longer do we punish the surviving family members; no 
                                           
 
 
26 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pages 314-
315. 
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longer do governments at large use the threat of hellfire to detain people from 
killing themselves. 
Something, clearly, has changed since the Middle Ages. 
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Discussion 
Rethinking the severity of suicide 
Medieval Christian society was decidedly unreceptive to new ideas or the 
rethinking and reinterpretation of old ideas, and so, as could be expected, people 
defending the act of suicide were instantly branded as heretics and suffered 
horribly as a result. 
The prohibition of and negative connotations attributed to suicide would 
last virtually uncontested until the 17th century. The first defences of suicide 
were understandably cautious, even clandestine. John Donne, an Anglican 
chaplain to the king, wrote a defense of the practice of suicide entitled 
Biathanatos in the early 1600s27 in which he conceded that nowhere in the Bible 
is suicide prohibited, thus rendering the foundation for the laws against suicide 
invalid; however, the book was not published until 1647, sixteen years after his 
death28. In it, as paraphrased by Michael Cholby in the Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy, Donne effectively cements that “[…] suicide is not contrary to 
the laws of nature, of reason, or of God. Were it contrary to the law of nature 
mandating self-preservation, all acts of self-denial or privation would be 
similarly unlawful” and that “not only does Biblical Scripture lack a clear 
                                           
 
 
27 Minois claims it was “written around 1610”; Michael Cholby’s “Suicide” gives it as “c. 1607”. Minois, Georges, 
“The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 94. Cholby, 
Michael, “Suicide” (2004), chapter 2.2, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/suicide. 
28 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 94. 
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comdemnation of suicide, Christian doctrine has permitted other forms of 
killing such as martyrdom, capital punishment and killing in wartime.”29 
Minois summarizes Donne’s arguments thusly: 
 
We think it obvious that suicide is the worst of sins, but if we examine 
the arguments backing up that seemingly obvious tenet, we find that 
suicide might possibly not be a grave sin and perhaps not a sin at all. 
In any event, we have no right to judge whether or not an individual 
is damned because he has killed himself, and many actions that we 
condemn today were authorized in the Bible. 30 
 
This radical rethinking of cardinal law – by a priest, no less, and one 
educated at Cambridge University in ‘divinity’ – is “In all likelihood, the first 
comprehensive modern defense of suicide”31.  
As the Middle Ages were coming to a close, to be followed by the period of 
Enlightenment in the 18th century, opinions on the sinful nature of suicide 
began to slowly mutate. Religion and superstition was slowly being excised in 
favor of scientific explanations for the causes of suicide. The growing new 
belief was that the suicidal were no longer acting in concert with the Devil or 
under his infernal spell. 
 
                                           
 
 
29 Cholby, Michael, “Suicide” (2004), chapter 2.2, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/suicide (who also references Minois in this quote). 
30 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 95. 
31 Cholby, Michael, “Suicide” (2004), chapter 2.2, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/suicide. 
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The chief difference between the treatment of the psychiatric 
causes of suicide before and after the Civil War is that later writers no 
longer insisted that its medical causes, such as melancholy, might be 
amplified by supernatural ones, namely Satan and his minions. 32 
 
Instead, medical scientists saw suicidal behavior as a form of mental 
illness: 
 
Medical apologists presumed that suicide was the action of a 
demented person: anyone who committed it was therefore innocent 
of their own murder because they were insane. 33 
 
Although certain writers in the late 17th century leading up to the age of 
Enlightenment still reasoned with religious logic on the subject (“William 
Ramesey, in The Gentlemens Companion (1672), observed conventionally (and 
incorrectly) that suicide is forbidden by scripture, but he counselled that those 
who killed themselves ought to be regarded with compassion, for they were 
frequently the victims of mental illness”34 and “Ezra Pierce was roused to 
publish a discourse reaffirming the unlawfulness of suicide in 1692, but he 
conceded that deep melancholy as well as delirium excused the crime”35), the 
growing consensus among philosophical and medical writers during this post-
                                           
 
 
32 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), ‘Past and Present’ issue 111 (pdf page 37). 
33 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 37). 
34 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 33). 
35 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 33). 
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Civil War (1651 and onwards) time in England was that the chief reasons for 
suicidal behavior was plain and simple insanity. 
At the start of the 18th century, the Devil had all but been completely 
exorcised, pun intended, from cases concerning suicide: 
 
Juries acted increasingly on [the assumption that “suicide was the 
act of a demented person”] while the press and pamphleteers 
debated on the correctness of [the view that “suicide was 
sometimes permissable because it could be defended as a rational 
course of action in certain circumstances”]. 36 
 
Even very pious doctors like the famous Cheyne no longer invoked 
the devil as the author of self-murder after 1700. 37 
 
David Hume’s unpublished essay “On Suicide” from 1783 is perhaps the 
most definitive defense of suicide written in our selected time period (1600-
1850). In it, “[…] Hume attacks the seemingly arbitrary and contradictory 
notions of natural law used to condemn suicide” by exposing the logical 
fallacies in condemning suicide as an offense to God or a violation of God’s 
laws. Hume also defends suicide on a more personal note; that neither society’s 
expectations nor ‘duties to self’ are sufficient arguments for condemning or 
criminalizing the act of suicide. Michael Cholby’s summary of Hume’s essay 
                                           
 
 
36 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (quote amalgamated 
from several passages on pdf page 37). 
37 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 37). 
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quotes the essay itself when describing Hume’s conclusion: “[…] that suicide 
‘may be free of imputation of guilt and blame.’”38 
Although some noted philosophers continued to denounce suicide as a 
viable and permissable end (“The most vociferous opponent of suicide in this 
period was Immanuel Kant. […] For Kant our rational wills are the source of 
our moral duty, and it is therefore a kind of practical contradiction to suppose 
that the same will can permissibly destroy itself”39), the religious aspects of 
suicide were, by the 1800s, more or less completely removed. 
No longer were bodies dragged through streets and refused Christian 
burials because they had committed suicide; rather, their suicides were the 
result of sickness of the mind which excused their behavior. 
 
Reasons for the change-over 
We know that it was not one singular event that brought about the change in 
perception of suicide. It was a slow process brought on initially by re-
examinations of the grounds of suicide condemnation and the finding that these 
were based on frivolous interpretations and did not hold up to closer scrutiny. 
Advances in medical science discarded the supernatural in favor of a 
completely scientific diagnosis. At the time, this was simply called ‘mental 
                                           
 
 
38 Cholby, Michael, “Suicide” (2004), chapter 2.2, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/suicide. 
39 Cholby, Michael, “Suicide” (2004), chapter 2.2, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/suicide. 
History and the Perception of Suicide 
Andreas Lykke Jensen, David Lund Warmind, Troels Pleimert 
House 3.1.1 – Supervised by Michael Harbsmeier 
 
 
 
 
31
illness’ (“The jury deliberating on the body of a man dragged out of the 
Serpentine in 1760, for example, concluded that ‘being Lunatick and not of 
Sound Mind, Memory and Understanding”40), but medical science continues to 
more precisely define and ascertain the source of the mental turmoil that lead to 
suicide. The somewhat negative and pitious term ‘mental illness’ has also 
gradually been replaced in the ages beyond this project’s time scope by labels 
such as depression, anxiety and stress, which do not immediately conjure up 
mental images of driveling imbeciles. 
We can, however, bring forward some ideas as to which events made the 
changeover possible. While it is true that certain individuals spear-headed the 
reformation of the general view on suicide it is our postulate that such 
individuals would have gone unheard or even been persecuted had it not been 
for several factors that made the public and official mind a more fertile place to 
plant the seeds of change. 
We will attempt to go through these points in a, hopefully, logical order. 
 
Literacy 
Social standings changed throughout Europe as more and more people gained 
access to the very basics of education, literacy. Now, literacy as such may not 
seem to be a tool to further a change in understanding concerning suicide in and 
                                           
 
 
40 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 43). 
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of itself but it seems a logical assumption that the effects of literacy have 
always been far-reaching. 
In the case of suicide the sudden access to volumes of text, both medical 
and religious concerning suicide became more compelling than the folklore and 
superstitions surrounding the subject. 
In a very basic sense, European folklore has taken a page from Catholicism 
and has never been kind to the self-slaughterer. Where the church dealt with 
condemning the suicide through rituals concerning which prayers to say and 
where and how to bury the corpse, folklore has dealt with the period after these 
rituals have been carried out. 
Most myths dealt with the spirit of the suicide wishing to pull down the 
living or spread havoc and similar mischief. These ideas clearly did not help the 
act of suicide become one less associated with damnation. 
Literacy, therefore, and the access to sources thus helped weaken the idea 
of the damned suicide. 
 
Government policy 
In many European countries it was customary to seize the goods of anyone who 
committed suicide, leaving the survivors with what was basically a pittance. 
One was not simply called a suicide if one killed oneself, extenuating 
circumstances were possible. In England from around 1530 and all the way up to 
the middle of the 1800s there were two ways an inquiry into a ‘suspicious’ death 
could go. One could either be declared insane and therefore not guilty, or in full 
control over oneself and therefore guilty of both the sin and the felony of 
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suicide. The case of the drowned man mentioned above is a good example of 
this. 
The verdicts were known as ‘Non compos mentis’ for insanity and ‘Felo de 
se’ for punishable suicide. ‘Non compos mentis’ simply meant that the suicide 
was not in control of his or her mental faculties and therefore no premeditation 
could have occurred whereas ‘Felo de se’ (or, rather, ‘felon of the self’) was a 
verdict given only to those who had shown no signs of melancholy, hysteria or 
any other kind of insanity. Little by little as time progressed more and more 
people were pronounced as insane and increasingly fewer goods were 
confiscated41. 
As MacDonald states “[…] we cannot know precisely why juries finally 
embraced the medical interpretation of suicide.”42 We can, however, wage a 
guess. 
As society changed, respect for ‘ones betters’ was on the decline over a 
period of several hundred years while the lack of belief in folklore also became a 
factor. MacDonald goes as far as to say: 
 
A non compos mentis verdict was an implicit rejection of religious 
and folkloric interpretations of suicide that condemned it utterly, in 
favor of medical explanations that excused it. 43 
 
                                           
 
 
41 Please see Appendix A. 
42 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 42). 
43 MacDonald, Michael, “The Secularization of Suicide” (1986), Past and Present issue 111 (pdf page 27-28) 
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One reason for this decline in suicide verdicts could very simply be that 
people did not want their government taking the possessions of the deceased 
away from widows and orphans, who now needed the goods and money more 
than ever – not so much out of the kindness of their hearts but, perhaps, rather 
in realization that if the government took from someone you might have 
known your whole life (juries deciding on the verdict were made up primarily 
of the deceased relations) they might also take from you. Whether or not one is 
the symptom and the other the cause we cannot say. 
 
Religious weariness 
Extrapolated from our historical sources another theory as to the change of 
status of suicide could be something that one could ascribe to a phenomenon 
that could be labeled ‘religious weariness’ on the side of the populace at large. 
This, we believe, could stem from continued religious crusades and campaigns 
against sin throughout most of the Middle Ages, bringing fear, persecution and 
paranoia upon the public. We must not forget that the Spanish Inquisition did 
not officially end before 1834. 
Such events could very well be thought to cause a wish to in some ways 
‘break away’ as it were, from the relentless persecutions of religious doctrines 
and dogmas. 
 
Protestantism 
In those European countries where it flourished, Protestantism could be seen as 
a factor in the de-intensifying of suicides reputation. 
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One of the main problems with suicide and the Catholic church is that, to 
Catholics, it is an unforgivable sin. It is simply physically impossible to kill 
oneself and then go to confession to be relieved of the sin. Also, Protestantism 
has a far more individualistic character – something which Durkheim attributes 
the egoistic suicides to. 
Thus Protestantism, while still seeing suicide as sinful and basically 
wrong, still managed to aid a more personal and perhaps less condemning view 
of suicide amongst the general populace. 
 
Scholars 
Closely related to the growing literacy proficiency among the common people, 
the growing concerns first put forward by John Donne and reiterated by such 
luminaries as David Hume, coupled with the weakened position of the Church, 
were thus more readily available to a larger number of readers. This, in turn, 
inspired more people to convey their position on the subject, sparking a growing 
debate in the fields of psychology, medicine and sociology that lasts to this day, 
in magazines, newspapers and trade journals. 
The role of the scholar is an important one, perhaps encompassing all the 
previously mentioned factors. As one scholar comments on the writings of 
another, a debate is formed and the effects of this debate trickle down, as it 
were, to the common man, effectively combatting both folkloristic views and 
the traditional views of the Church. 
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Conclusion 
In this project, we have attempted to identify the reasons for the declining 
influence of the Christian Church on the position of suicide and the growing 
dissidence on behalf of independent thinkers and analysts. Where the Middle 
Ages saw harsh punishment at the hands of the Church authorities to not only 
those left behind by a self-murder, but also the corpse of the suicide itself, the 
Age of Enlightenment in the 18th Century showed signs of a weakened Church 
authority and the increasingly accepted notion that perhaps suicide was not 
worthy of such callous penalty. 
But what could weaken such a powerful entity as the Church, who enjoyed 
a position of nigh uncontested, absolute power for more than 1,300 years? In our 
analysis, we had to admit that there was not one singular reason for this. In 
fact, none of the historical works we perused in search of enlightenment on the 
matter could provide us with a concise answer; often, a lenghty chain of 
extrapolation was necessary to provide a clearer picture of what might have 
occurred. We have, however, postulated several points in our discussion chapter 
that we think were of immense importance: a weariness of the persecution 
perpetrated by the Church and the arrival of Protestantism; a greater reliance 
on medical and scientific answers rather than spiritual or superstitious ones; a 
re-examination and reinterpretation of the Biblical scripture on which the 
unlawfulness of suicide was first based. 
We have reasons to assume, judging by our sources, that these points are 
valid and contain if not the whole truth then at the very least an extremely 
good basis for further discussion. From increasing literacy to a growing 
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independency of the doctrines of the Church, the groundwork for a change in 
the perspective on suicide was laid at an early stage. 
Unfortunately, the seeds of shame and resentment of suicide planted in the 
Middle Ages continue to this day despite a continuing study of and focus on the 
causes of suicide. The overriding focus seems to be a very fact-oriented, clinical 
fixation on the cause of suicide and how to prevent it, seemingly building on 
the perception of suicide as something to be dealt away with and the very 
religious perception of life as a sacred thing not to be wasted. 
So, even though there is more focus on the subject of suicide than ever and 
one more or less free of religious baggage, it is nevertheless the case that suicide 
is once again a taboo subject; something to be avoided and shunned. There is a 
startling, overriding sentiment that suicide is an invariably ‘selfish’ act; that 
there is always a better solution to life’s problems. The considerations seem to 
be more focused on the well-being of the people surrounding the suicide than of 
the suicide itself. 
Ancient times saw some suicides in the face of insurmountable adversity as 
laudable, noble and brave – a dignified end to a glorious life of gallantry and 
service. Now heroic suicides are a thing of the past. 
Contemporary luminaries and popular figures that have ended their lives in 
suicide are almost universally depicted as troubled, lonely and tragic. Hunter S. 
Thompson (1937-2005), famous political journalist, shot himself in 2005 in a 
fortified compound in Colorado, where he lived alone. Kurt Cobain (1967-1994), 
rock singer, took a shotgun blast in the mouth, apparently to escape the 
pressures of fame. Mary Kay Bergman (1961-1999), voice actress popular for 
providing all the female voices for the TV show “South Park”, shot herself to 
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relieve herself of mounting depression – and a ‘suicide prevention fund’ was 
established in her ‘honor’. Despite the many positive contributions these 
popular figures had made to the world, their deaths are almost universally seen 
as a ‘tragic loss’ to the world, with little or no consideration to the cause of this 
act other than it was a premature and ill-conceived notion. 
So while the subject of suicide has, in academic and judicial circles, been 
completely freed of religious influences (although certain ‘suicide prevention’ 
establishments are run by religious groups), the conservative perception of 
suicide as sinful or something to be avoided continues to be an undercurrent 
still prevalent in contemporary discourse and studies. One would think that a 
person’s decision whether or not to commit suicide should always be an 
individual decision, uninfluenced by pressures of superstitions or societal 
morals, but based on a sound, rational and well thought out foundation. 
However, with the current climate surrounding suicide, one cannot even 
mention ‘rational’ and ‘suicide’ in the same sentence. 
To put it in the words of Minois, 
 
Today, we have all imaginable statistical information on suicide, but 
the basic problem has not advanced much, nor will it advance as 
long as society tacitly accepts the principle that life at any cost is 
preferable to death. 44 
                                           
 
 
44 Minois, Georges, “The History of Suicide” (1999), Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, page 328. 
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